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Abstract 
The present paper attempts to shed some light on the sustainable view of consumption. Particularly, this paper seeks to answer 
the following questions: (i) How does sustainable consumption vary from the conventional view of consumerism? (ii) What are 
the dictates regarding sustainable consumption? and (iii) What are the barriers to embrace sustainable consumption practices? 
Relevant literature is critically reviewed to answer the research questions. It is found that conventional view of consumerism 
greatly varies from sustainable consumption in five aspects: (i) focus, (ii) orientation, (iii) types of needs and wants to be 
fulfilled, (iv) compatibility with religious views, and (v) characteristics. Review of literature also suggests that there are five 
basic ordains of sustainable consumption, which include: (i) conscious attempts to meet basic needs, (ii) moderation in 
expenditure, (iii) focus on quality life rather than materialism, (iv) care for future generation, and (v) care for environmental 
consequences. Lastly, the possible reasons for the shortfall of present day consumers are also highlighted. The present paper 
contributes to the knowledge by discussing consumption phenomenon from sust ainability perspective and by clearly 
distinguishing this view of consumption from traditional view of consumption. Furthermore, pointing on the necessity of 
sustainable consumption, the present research calls for more research to consider sustainability s tandards in order to promote 
sustainable consumption practices.  
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1. Introduction  
Consumerism has become part and parcel of the modern life (Miles, 2006). It accelerates consumer movement, 
becomes the consumers’ voice to express their rights , and mobilizes mass consumption.  However, it is often 
criticized that consumerism ends up with giving the birth of materialis m and overlooks the future need, durability, 
product origin and environmental consequences. Not only this but also consumerism provokes social maladies, such 
as extravagance, wasteful expenditure, no attention to the needy, barriers to national sustainable development, and 
so forth. Considering such negative aspects of consumption, the present paper attempts to highlight the difference 
between sustainable consumption and traditional view of consumption, as well as to examine the nature of shortfall 
of the present day consumerism. More specifically, this paper seeks to answer the following questions: 
x How does sustainable consumption vary from the conventional view of consumerism?  
x What are the dictates regarding sustainable consumption? 
x What are the barriers to embrace sustainable consumption practices ? 
It is hoped that this study will contribute new knowledge in  the existing literature in  the field of consumer 
behavior by understanding it from the sustainability perspective. The rest of the paper is fourfold. First, a  
comparative discussion on conventional view of ‘consumption’ and ‘sustainable view of consumption’ is presented. 
Second, the sustainability ordains regarding consumption are highlighted. Third, an attempt has been made to 
understand the barriers that hinder the process of adopting sustainable consumption practices. Lastly, a conclusion 
has been made based on the overall discussion. 
2. How does sustainable consumption vary from the conventional view of consumption? 
Consumption enables meeting human needs and wants. It encompasses a big spectrum of need fulfilment  
activities and purposes including status acquisition, identity formation, social class identification and so on (Pink, 
2009). The notion of consumption can be viewed from two perspectives . The first perspective focuses on ‘basic 
need fulfilment with satisfaction-seeking orientation’, while the second perspective emphasizes ‘pleasure-seeking 
orientation with gratifying desires and wants’ (Godazgar, 2007). The later approach stimulates the desire for 
possessing lavish, excessive and unnecessary goods and services . Godazgar (2007) has attributed this second 
approach as consumerism. Considering this categorization and clarificat ion, the later approach covers the traditional 
view of consumption as well as the modern view of consumption. On the other hand, the former one advocates for 
sustainable consumption.  
While discussing consumerism, in his book, Miles (2006, p.1) stated that, “Consumerism is ubiquitous and 
ephemeral. It  is arguably the relig ion of the late twentieth century. It apparently pervades our everyday lives and 
structures our everyday experience and yet it is perpetually altering its form and reasserting its influence in new 
guises”. In another note, other researchers (Heath, 2001; Borgmann, 2000; Mazurek & Hilton, 2007) mentioned that 
although consumerism provides freedom of choices , it also can be the cause of misuse of that freedom. Based on 
this discussion, it is obvious that consumption has two sides, namely; constructive and destructive (Godazgar, 2007).  
Consumption is useful because it provides comfort, leisure and pleasure, fulfils the human needs, and solves 
need-related problems. Indeed, consumeris m assures numerous choices in front of consumers and assures 
availability of goods and services through mass production, information availability t hrough mass media and the 
internet. It is fueled by the facilit ies of use of credit and debit cards, as well as installment purchase. On the other 
hand, in its destructive sense, consumption allures extravagance, wastage and luxury, and sometimes even moral 
corruption (Wilk, 2004). It  has created over dependency on labor saving technology, excessive earning power, 
necessity of full time work and mountain of wasteland population. Often it  ignores the environmental welfare and 
need of future generation. 
It is important to note that, some researchers suggest considering ‘traditional consumerism’ different from 
‘modern consumerism’ (Ahmed, 1992;  Campbell, 1994;  Turner, 1991). Based on this school of thought, the 
traditional consumption is not only useful, but also essential since it  fulfills the human needs, holds ‘satisfaction-
seeking’ orientation, and is derived from ut ilitarianis m. Such notion is compatible with most of religious doctrines 
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(Campbell, 1994). On the other hand, the notion of modern consumption is derived and powered by hedonic motive, 
and thus, holding ‘pleasure-seeking’ orientation. In his paper ‘Consuming Goods and the Good of Consuming’, 
Campbell (1994) stated that the traditional consumeris m focuses to fulfill the fixed  needs , whereas the modern 
consumerism focuses on the endless wants and can be the source of vices , such as greed, pride, arrogance, jealousy 
and materialis m obsession.  Thus, it is understood that the traditional and modern views of consumption vary greatly 
based on their focus, orientation, types of needs and wants to be fulfilled , as well as compatibility with religious 
views.  
In regard to sustainable consumption, the focus is future oriented. Sharifah et al. (2005) suggested that 
sustainable consumption is the careful act of acquiring, utilizing and disposing the goods which are concerned for 
social and environmental welfare. In a similar vein, Peattie and Co llins (2009) defined sustainable consumption as 
the consumption practices that meet individuals’ current wants and needs without sabotaging the needs of future 
generations. In epitome, it advocates to fulfil the needs and wants wisely and forbids being ext ravagant in 
expenditure. This is because, the devotion to acquire excessive wealth can destroy one’s life and may cause the 
destruction to people’s morality (Ghazanfar & Islahi, 1998). Not only this, indulging oneself to high level of 
materialis m may provoke other problems, such as hostility, greed and pride (Abd Rahman, 2010). Considering the 
negative impact of too much world liness and materialis m, the concept of sustainable consumption is originated 
which suggests to avoid excessive consumption and materialistic orientation. 
Based on the above discussions and arguments, it is evident that the modern view of consumption has changed 
drastically, and therefore, it grossly differs from both the traditional view of consumption as well as the sustainable 
view of consumption. A synthesis of general differences among tradit ional and modern views of consumption and 
consumption from sustainable view is presented in Table 1. It  is important to note that in preparing this summary  
table, ideas are taken from Abd Rahman (2010), Ahmed (1992), Al-Ghazali (1978), Campbell (1983, 1994), 
Godazgar (2007), Pink (2009), Quasem (1975) and Turner (1991). 
Table 1. Synthesizing the differences among traditional view of consumption, modern view of consumption and consumption from Islamic 
perspective. 
Criteria 
Traditional view of 
consumption 
Modern view of consumption Sustainable view of consumption 
1. Focus Satisfaction-seeking Pleasure-seeking  Fulfils basic requirements.  
2. Orientation  Utilitarianism Hedonism  Utilitarianism, guided by the thought of greater 
welfare.  
3. Types of needs 
and wants to be 
fulfilled 
Fulfils basic and fixed 
human needs, leisure, 
and comfort.   
Attempts to fulfil endless wants and 
thus generates wastage, 
extravagance, and luxury.  
Fulfils necessities, conveniences, and 
refinements. Endless want is condemned in 
order to control extravagance; rather it is 
advised to develop self-contentment. 
4. Compatibility 
with religious views 
Compatible with any 
religious faith.  
Since it  may cause envy, greed, 
pride and extreme materialism, it 
might have conflict with many 
fundamental religious faiths. 
Compatible with the basic teachings of most of 
religious faiths.   
5. Characteristics   Focuses on fulfilling the 
basic needs and 
satisfying fixed wants.  
Focuses on dynamism, 
individualism, hedonism and 
romanticism. 
Focuses on future necessities.  
Teaches to consider moderation in expenditure. 
3. What are the dictates regarding sustainable consumption? 
In respect to sustainable consumption, it  is important to maintain  a medium path, i.e. neither to be a miser nor to  
be an extravagant. The following are some of the ordains in regard to sustainable consumption.  
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3.1. Conscious attempts to meet basic needs 
It is commonly agreed that spending varies based on the needs and wants of life. Following Imam Al-Shatibi’s 
view, there are three broad spending sectors: necessities (living, wealth, intellect and offspring), conveniences (it 
comprises all activit ies and things that are not vital to the preservation of necessities, but they are required to relieve 
or remove impediments and difficu lties of life), refinements (it includes those goods and services that go beyond the 
limits of conveniences  (Khan & Ghifari, 1992). It includes things that complement or make life easier or 
comfortable). 
3.2. Moderation in expenditure  
A consumer who is concerned for sustainability should spend in moderat ion, i.e. they are neither extravagant nor 
miser in their consumption behavior. Miserliness is considered as a blameworthy conduct, and thus, it is condemned. 
Again, being an extravagant has other social problems. Therefore, it is preferable to be moderate in spending. 
Money that could be utilized for capacity build ing of the society or fulfilled the basic needs of the have-nots is just 
spoiled to show-off one’s wealth. 
3.3. To focus on quality life rather than materialism  
Often ind ividuals consume to satisfy their immediate ‘needs and wants’ and tend to overlook the consequences of 
immediate gain. For example, cigarette consumption can provide immediate satisfaction  but it may cause harm for 
the body. Furthermore, they tend to ignore the quality life rather than emphasizing materialism;  for instance, expend 
on lavish and expensive brands in order to represent oneself as a status symbol instead of buying what is neede d. As 
a result, the quality of life deteriorates in the long run. 
3.4. Care for future generation 
The conventional view of consumption does not promote the right of future generation , rather it encourages to 
consume more and more in order to fulfill the need gratification. Conversely, sustainable consumption advocates to 
consume less in order to prevent depletion of natural resources. So,  nature will maintain a certain level of natural 
resources in order to be able to meet the needs and wants of the future generations. Al-Ghazali (1978) also stressed 
that if any person possesses a significant amount of wealth, he/she should adopt sacrifice fo r others and need to 
cultivate generosity and benevolence since generosity is the root of salvation . 
3.5. Care for environmental consequences  
The materialistic view of consumption enhances air and water pollution due to the excess production to meet 
excess wants. Solid  as well as liquid wastes contribute to natural pollution significantly. If it  continues in this 
manner, certainly the entire world would d iminish to a point that the ecosystem may barely sustain lives. Moreover, 
the natural resources are depleting at an alarming rate in order to produce more and more consumer goods to fulfill 
limitless needs and wants. By considering such maladies, sustainable consumption has emerged.  
4. What are the barriers to embrace sustainable consumption practices? 
The flow of g lobalizat ion, particularly  ‘increased use and availability of internet and satellite’, and ‘availability  
of informat ion and global consumer goods’ contributes significantly to the changing of lifestyle, identity format ion 
process, as well as gender ro les (Ahmed, 1991). On top of that, the wealth iest consumers have a general trend of 
wasteful consumption, extravagance and lavish expenditure on luxuries while millions of children all over the world  
are suffering from malnutrit ion, illiteracy and lack of shelter for refuge. In addit ion to this, such care-free 
consumption pattern contributes to the environmental hazards and rapid depletion of natural resources.  
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Another two influential factors also contribute to this shortfall, namely; increased use and availability of internet 
and satellite, and availab ility of informat ion and global consumer goods (Ahmed, 1991; Pink, 2009). Furthermore, 
lack of proper knowledge and absence of a moral filter also give birth to this problem.  
Not only individuals but also marketers play significant roles in this regard. In most cases, marketers are driven  
by the profit motive which leads them to s atisfy customers’ needs and wants. On the other hand, customers also 
want to satisfy their limit less wants on immediate bas es. Nonetheless, such mutual interest between marketers and 
consumers may pose question to some ethical standard (Brenkert, 2008). Fo r example, when consumers want 
tobacco or junk food with questionable qualities, and marketers provide them with such products, the ethical 
standard might hamper (Klein & Phillips, 2011). Under this chaotic situation, the modern concept of consumeris m 
brings personal and social hazards in the long run. In a nutshell, there are five factors that lead to the care-free 
consumption habit, as follows:   
(a) Lack of adequate knowledge regarding the consequences of extravagance and excess consumption  
(b)  Don’t care mentality  
(c)  Pressure of globalization  
(d)  Wanton electronic media aggression for consumerism 
(e)  Marketers’ profit maximization motive   
Review of literature suggests that regardless of the country and cultural bonding, most of the consumers have 
lack proper understanding of the duties and obligations of being a social cit izen. To be a true consumer , one is to 
acquire proper knowledge about his/her duties and obligations in economic sphere for long run. A concern ed 
consumer is supposed to know the do’s and don’ts in matters relat ing to earning and spending, investments and 
savings in addition to the duties he/she is to discharge towards the neighbors, kith and kins, wayfarers and strangers. 
Inevitable contradictions and chaos arise.  In most cases, a compromise fo rmula is generally arrived at the cost of 
values and teachings. 
5. Conclusion 
The main  objective o f this study is to shed some light on the difference between sustainable consumption and 
conventional consumption practices. Moreover, attempts have been made to highlight the sustainable consumption 
dictates and to understand the reasons behind the deviation from sustainable consumption. A cursory review of 
literature has revealed that sustainable consumption differs from conventional consumption  practices in  five aspects: 
focus, orientation, types of needs and wants to be fulfilled, compatibility with relig ious views, and characteristics. 
Moreover, it  is also understood that sustainable consumption heavily relies on five basic principles, namely,  
conscious attempts to meet  basic needs, moderation in expenditure, focus on the quality life rather than materialis m, 
care for future generation, and care for environmental consequences. This study concludes by highlighting five 
reasons that are responsible for the deviation from sustainable consumption practice.  
It is hoped that, future researchers will carry out more studies on sustainable consumption topic particularly in the 
context of developing countries. This is because, the notion of sustainable consumption in developing countries may  
vary from the context of developed countries. Moreover, the awareness level of sustainable consumption practices 
can also be examined in different country and culture perspective. Also, further studies can be carried out to 
examine the sustainable practices among individuals as well as industries. As such, this study calls for more research 
in considering the sustainability and ethical aspect in consumer research.  
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